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Streamlining The Federal Field Structure: 
Potential Opportunities, Barriers, 
And Actions That Can Be Taken 

At a time when the Federal Government is 
looking for ways to cut Federal spending and 
achieve a balanced budget, every reasonable 
cost-cutting opportunity must be explored. 

The General Accounting Office sees the Fed- 
eral Government’s “field structure”--that con- 
glomeration of department and agency offices 
in 50 States where 88 percent of Federal civil- 
ian employees work--as a prime area for ex- 
ploring ways of cutting costs and increasing 
Government efficiency. 

This report summarizes some of the actions 
Federal agencies have taken to streamline their 
field structure and highlights past GAO reports 
pointing out where additional opportunities 
may exist. It also discusses some of the barriers 
to streamlining and identifies what some agen 
ties and others can do to identify further op- 
portunities 
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UNITED STATES GENERAL ACCOUNTING OFFICE 
WASHINGTON, D.C. 20548 

FEDERAL MR8ONNLL AND 
COMMN8ATION OIVI8ION 

B-195508 

The Honorable James T. McIntyre, Jr. 
Director, Office of Management 

and Budget 

Dear Mr. McIntyre: 

This report discusses potential opportunities and 
barriers to streamlining the Federal field structure where 
88 percent of Federal civilian employees work. 

To take full advantage of the streamlining opportuni- 
ties discussed will require a committed and coordinated 
effort on the part of the executive branch and the Congress. 
If successful, it will go a long way toward improving the 
productivity of the Federal work force and improving the 
delivery of services to the public. This report identifies 
the principal "players" and the actions they can take to 
achieve a more effective and productive Government. 

We are sending copies of this report to the Director, 
Office of Personnel Management: the Executive Director, 
President's Management Improvement Council: the Administrator 
of General Services; and the heads of departments included 
in our report. 

Sincerely yours, 

H. L. Krieger 
Director 





REPORT BY THE U.S. 
GENERAL ACCOUNTING OFFICE 

STREAMLINING THE FEDERAL 
FIELD STRUCTURE: POTENTIAL 
OPPORTUNITIES, BARRIERS, AND 
ACTIONS THAT CAN BE TAKEN 

DIGEST ------ 

At a time when the (1) Federal budget has 
more than doubled in 8 years, (2) national 
debt in the same period increased from $410 
to $834 billion, causing higher and higher 
annual interest charges, (3) rate of infla- 
tion is rising excessively, and (4) Presi- 
dent and the Congress are attempting to 
achieve a balanced budget, the need for the 
Federal Government to reduce overhead and 
unnecessary support costs is greater than 
in many years. 

GAO sees the Federal Government's "field 
structure"-- that conglomeration of depart- 
ment and agency offices in the 50 States 
where 88 percent of Federal employees 
work-- as a prime area for exploring ways of 
cutting costs and. raising Government produc- 
tivity. 

This report was developed largely from (1) 
previous GAO reports: (2) studies of agency 
field structures performed by--and manage- 
ment initiatives considered in--the Depart- 
ments of Agriculture, Commerce, Interior, 
Transportation, and Health, Education, and 
Welfare (HEW); 1/ the Law Enforcement Admin- 
istration and tEe Office of Management and 
Budget; and (3) limited discussions with 
officials in these agencies. This effort, 
although limited in scope, identified the 

l/On May 4, 1980, HEW's responsibilities 
were split between the new Department of 
Education and the Department of Health 
and Human Services. 
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following ways by which some agencies have, 
and others might, streamline their field 
structure and thereby reduce unnecessary 
and duplicative overhead and support costs. 

--Consolidate field offices. 

--Collocate offices (locating two or more 
offices of a department or agency in the 
same building). 

--Establish common administrative support 
service arrangements for field activities. 

--Eliminate unnecessary management levels. 

However, employee resistance, management 
resistance, and external opposition can pre- 
sent very real barriers to effective stream- 
lining and reflect valid concerns which need 
to be faced aggressively, openly, and objec- 
tively. The lack of Government-owned space 
can also be a sizeable constraint where large 
amounts of space would be needed. 

WHAT CAN BE DONE 

To fully identify and take advantage of 
streamlining opportunities will require a 
committed and coordinated effort on the 
part of the executive branch and the Con- 
gress. If successful, it could reduce Gov- 
ernment costs and improve Federal work 
force productivity and delivery of services 
to the public. (See p. 22.) 

The following "players" can exercise a key 
role in addressing the streamlining issue 
by taking the following specific actions: 

The Director, Office of Management and 
Budget, can 

--review its policies to determine whether 
they provide sufficient direction and 
guidance to agencies concerning stream- 
lining their field structures, 
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--initiate efforts by its circular or other 
means requiring agencies to periodically 
and systematically reassess their field 
structures and provide needed oversight 
to assure that opportunities are under- 
taken, 

--support the General Services Administra- 
tion's efforts to identify and implement 
common support service arrangements, and 

--help agencies to identify streamlining op- 
portunities and to implement an effective 
strategy to accomplish needed changes. 
This could include a clearinghouse role 
of collecting and disseminating successful 
applications. 

The Office of Personnel Management can 

--encourage agencies to evaluate streamlin- 
ing opportunities and to support develop- 
ment of successful streamlining applica- 
tions and 

--provide consulting services where needed. 

The Administrator of General Services can 

--give greater priority to studying and im- 
plementing common services arrangements, 
including creating pilot projects to dem- 
onstrate successful applications, thereby 
reassuring agencies that common services 
can effectively support operations: and 

--approach OMB for support in stimulating 
agency actions where obstacles to common 
service arrangements are encountered. 

The heads of Federal departments and agen- 
cies can 

--place priority on identifying and imple- 
menting streamlining opportunities: 
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--examine streamlining issues, such as serv- 
ice accessibility, span of control, and 
optimum size offices, for delivering serv- 
ices most effectively: 

--provide resource support to, and coordin- 
ate with, other departmental elements to 
help minimize employee, management, and 
external resistance to streamlining: 

--develop and apply sound organization and 
staffing criteria to assure that field 
office numbers and size are appropriate 
for the work performed: and 

--assess whether a more definitive policy 
is needed. Such policy could provide 
guidance on kinds of issues which need to 
be raised, the need to do adequate cost- 
benefit analysis on streamlining oppor- 
tunities, and the need for management's 
attention, leadership, and commitment in 
overcoming barriers. 

The President's Management Improvement 
Council can assist by fostering cooperation 
and coordination among agencies in identi- 
fying streamlining opportunities and by de- 
veloping solutions to streamlining issues 
and barriers. 

Where significant streamlining opportunities 
appear to exist, but are not accomplished, 
congressional committees can request depart- 
ments and agencies to 

--justify their field structure alinement: 

--identify the reorganization studies com- 
pleted and their implementation status: 

--identify the barriers preventing the 
streamlining of their structures; and 

--if needed, provide the legislative mandate 
to restructure organizations. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

At a time when the President and the Congress are 
attempting to achieve a balanced budget, the need to improve 
efficiency in the Federal Government is greater than it has 
been in many years. Not only have Federal budgets been in- 
creasing rapidly, but deficit spending has significantly in- 
creased the national debt. Since fiscal year 1971 the Fed- 
eral budget has more than doubled from $211 billion to $494 
billion in fiscal year 1979. During the same period, the 
Federal debt has increased from $410 billion to $834 billion. 
The Federal Government has run a budget deficit in 19 of the 
last 21 years. The Federal civilian work force currently 
exceeds 2.8 million and costs $46.8 billion annually. A/ 

Because of the large number of field offices and re- 
lated personnel used to deliver services, we thought it 
would be useful to summarize some of the actions agencies 
have taken to streamline their field organizations and to 
highlight our prior reports which identified where addi- 
tional opportunities may exist. From this effort, we be- 
lieve the Federal field structure needs to be examined more 
closely giving specific attention to identifying where agen- 
cies can (1) consolidate or collocate field offices, (2)es- 
tablish common administrative support services for field 
activities, and (3) eliminate unnecessary management levels. 
Such actions as these can reduce overhead and free resources 
to improve service delivery. As an alternative, the same 
level of services could be continued but at less cost. 

FEDERAL FIELD STRUCTURE 

The Federal Government's field structure is large, con- 
taining as many as 2.5 million civilian employees or about 
88 percent of the total Federal civilian work force. Most 
departments and agencies have numerous individual field offi- 
ces at the regional, State, and local levels. They include 
offices of significant size as well as many with only a few 
people. They are necessary for carrying out Government pro- 
grams and providing necessary service and benefits. 

l/ Costs do not include those associated with part-time - 
employees or employees in the U.S. Postal Service. 
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Federal field offices and staffing levels have increased 
in size over the years. For example, in the Department of 
Health, Education, and Welfare (HEW), L/ the number of field 
employees has increased from 82,000 to 123,000, and field 
offices have increased from 1,598 to 2,310 since 1971. Part 
of the increase in offices and employees is undoubtedly due 
to new Federal program responsibility given to departments 
and to an expanding workload. The number of field offices 
in 4 of the departments we reviewed ranged from about 700 in 
the Department of Commerce to around 17,000 in the Depart- 
ment of Agriculture. (See p. 3.1 

The extensiveness of these departmental field organiza- 
tions can be depicted by the Department of Commerce organiza- 
tion chart on page 4. 

SCOPE OF REVIEW 

Our objective was to identify potential opportunities 
and barriers to etreamlining the Federal field structure. 
We requested the Departments of Agriculture, Commerce, the 
Interior, HEW, and Transportation to provide us copies of 
studies and management initiatives generated since 1970 re- 
lated to the streamlining of Federal field structures. We 
reviewed these studies and initiative8 a8 well as our past 
reports addressing this issue. (See app. I.) We also re- 
viewed studiee by the Law Enforcement Assistance Administra- 
tion (LEAA) and the President's reorganization project at 
the Office of Management and Budget (OMB). We reviewed over 
75 studies and discussed streamlining opportunities and 
barriers with officials in these departments. We did not 
examine interprogram or interagency consolidations addressed 
by the Preeident's reorganization project management staff. 

&/As of May 4, 1980, HEW's responsibilities were split be- 
tween the new Department of Education and the Department 
of Health and Human Services. For purposes of this report 
we will use HEW. 
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Nu&er of field 
eqloyeea (notea) 

197S 
1971 

lmal(notcc) 

Nwber of field 
offices 

1978 
1971 

mt.al(tr&ec) 

Regional level 
Subragimal level 
State level 
Local level 
Resident station 
Special field unit 
Other 

Total 

Increase in Field Organization Size 
for Eepmtmnts Reviewed 

as of becmbsr 1978 - 

122,690 
82,427 

40,263 a.", rl 

2,310 
J,5913 

712 

270 
186 

0 
1,322 

125 
407 

0 --- 

2,310 - 

Interior Agriculture Ccnmsrce 

69,280 b/ 115,157 
59,600 101,180 

48.8% 9,680 16.2% 13,977 

1,799 &/ 16,970 
1,179 15,419 

44.6% 620 52.6% 1,551 

N&r of Field Offices at 
Various Levels as of 

Decanter 1978 

142 
606 

14 
852 

17 
168 

0 

161 
286 
405 

d/ 14,820 - 
778 
520 

0 

21,079 
15,277 

13.8% 5,802 38.0% - 

692 
690 - 

10.1% 2 .3% - 

51 
11 
0 

460 
41 
75 
54 - 

692 - 

@ata is based on the nunbera outside the Washington metropolitan area. 

b/The latest available data was dated Nov&r 1976. 

c/We do mt kmw how nuch of this was due to increases in program reqxmsibility 
and an expsnded workload. 

_d/Includes 1,084 area offices. 
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CHAPTER 2 

POTENTIAL OPPORTUNITIES FOR STREAMLINING 

THE FEDERAL FIELD STRUCTURE 

Agencies have attempted to streamline their field struc- 
tures in a number of ways, and our reports suggest that more 
can be done. Measures such as consolidating and collocating 
field offices, eliminating unnecessary management levels, 
and establishing common administrative support services for 
field activities can provide ways to eliminate unnecessary 
and duplicative overhead and support costs. Such measures 
can take advantage of economies of scale: generate reduced 
costs, personnel, and space savings; eliminate marginal of- 
fices; and improve personnel use and service delivery. 

CONSOLIDATING FIELD OFFICES 

One way that agencies can streamline their field opera- 
tions is by consolidating two or more field offices. Con- 
solidation efforts can be spurred by an agency's desire to 
obtain greater organizational efficiencies and economies, 
provide more specialized expertise to its clients, or make 
more personnel resources available for day-to-day operations. 

Examples of previous consolidation actions include 

--Agriculture reducing Food and Nutrition Service's 
offices from 180 to 96 in June 1977 and 

--the Drug Enforcement Administration reducing its 
regions from 12 to 5 in October 1978. 

Initiatives proposed by agencies have aLso identified 
potential for additional consolidations. For example, the 
Defense Logistics Agency currently plans to consolidate its 
9 Defense Contract Administration Service regions into 5. 
It estimated that the savings attributable to the merger of 
3 of these 9 regions into a southeast region would eliminate 
about 200 positions, saving ever $4 million annually. 

In another case, in March 1979 the Principal Deputy 
Assistant Secretary of Defense (Manpower, Reserve Affairs 
and Logistics) requested the Secretaries of the three mili- 
tary departments to review military manning and support at 
54 commercial/industrial activities and take steps to reduce 
support costs when appropriate. One suggestion was to con- 
solidate military billets that are now thinly spread among 
many activities, thus reducing overhead. 
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In recent years we have issued a number of reports 
identifying the need for certain Federal agencies to consoli- 
date their field offices. 

#In a June 1977 report (FPCD-77-56) we discussed the 
opportunity to improve efficiencies and services 
through consolidating Department of Housing and Urban 
Development (HUD) field offices and realining selected 
regional and field office functions. We recommended 
that the Congress request HUD to submit its reorgani- 
zation plan to appropriate committees before imple- 
mentation so the Congress could determine whether the 
reorganization would resolve past and current problems 
troubling the Congress and HUD. 

--In an April 1978 report (FPCD-78-33) we discussed the 
HUD reorganization plan and how it proposes to deal 
with previously identified problems. We said that HUD 
had not yet taken many streamlining actions. We re- 
commended that HUD downgrade all field offices where 
workload does not justify staffing and further reduce 
field offices' overhead through office consolidations. 

*In a March 1978 report (FPCD-78-29) we discussed the 
need for U.S. Customs Service to reduce the number of 
regional and district offices and to clearly define 
and realine responsibilities to minimize fragmentation 
and unify field management. We recommended that the 
Secretary of the Treasury direct U.S. Customs Service 
to reduce the number of regions and districts, clarify 
and realine organizational responsibilities, and estab- 
lish definitive criteria for reviewing port status and 
use these to identify unneeded ports. 

--In an October 1978 report (FPCD-78-74) we discussed 
the universal support in studies performed for reducing 
the number of U.S. Customs Service's regions and dis- 
tricts and summarized the various organizational alter- 
natives available. The alternative most frequently 
cited for potential economy and efficiency was one 
which would close 3 regional and 15 district offices. 
Reducing the number of offices would free resources 
needed to improve the delivery of service to the 
public. 

Advantages to consolidating offices can include opera- 
ting with fewer personnel and making better use of people by 
(1) reducing supervisory overhead, (2) strengthening adminis- 
trative support, and (3) increasing the availability of 
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people for day-to-day operations. Additional advantages 
could include reduced space requirements, better use of 
equipment, elimination of duplicate capabilities, greater 
uniformity of management, greater consistency in applying 
laws and regulations, and better grouping of offices and 
regions into areas having similar activities and problems. 

Potential disadvantages include (1) one-time cost of 
relocating, (2) loss of skilled personnel in certain field 
offices, (3) disruption of agency servicing while implemen- 
ting streamlining action, (4) increased travel time and cost 
of field professionals in servicing larger geographic areas, 
and (5) morale problems. 

ELIMINATING MANAGEMENT LEVELS 

Organizations are normally made up of a number of tiers 
or levels, including a central office or headquarters, re- 
gional offices, and field offices. A question often raised 
is: "Are all tiers necessary or could one be eliminated 
thereby achieving economies and eliminating duplication and 
fragmentation of authority?" It has been argued that simpli- 
fying an organization by eliminating a level, such as re- 
gional offices, can reduce overhead, improve delivery of 
services, and minimize the commitment of resources. 

A reorganization at LEAA presents one case of elimina- 
ting an entire tier. On September 30, 1977, LEAA abolished 
all regional offices. Both programmatic and administrative 
functions were transferred to LEAA headquarters, resulting 
in decisionmaking being centralized in headquarters. Clos- 
ing these Federal standard regional offices affected almost 
half of LEAA's 790 employees. 

According to an LEAA study done before the reorganiza- 
tion, eliminating regional offices would 

--eliminate a layer of Government perceived by some as 
not being used effectively and to full capacity and 
as performing some activities which duplicated those 
carried out by central office or State planning 
agencies, 

--lead to improved interpretation and application of 
policy, 

--improve accessibility of information from various LEAA 
programs for use in developing a coordinated approach 
to program development and problem solving, and 
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